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The  EU-Kazakhstan  and  EU-
Tajikistan civil society seminars 
on  the  themes  of  the  judiciary 
and  detention  organised  at  the 
end of June in Almaty and in mid-
July  in  Dushanbe,  demonstrate 
how difficult it is to improve the 
situation  in  these  key  areas  of 
the rule of law and human rights 
protection. 
The problems that were addressed 
are quite common to all the countries 
with  no  democratic  history  and 
mass  media  under  the  control  of 
oligarchy closely cooperating with 
the government. Let’s start with the 
use  of  ill-treatment  and  torture  at 
police  stations,  mostly  in  pre-trial 
detention to the Soviet-style power 
of  prosecutors  in  criminal  cases 
and the lack of human potential and 
financial resources in all the spheres 
of judiciary and prison services. The 
greater amount of money that could 
be invested in reforms in the much 
wealthier  Kazakhstan  compared 
to  Tajikistan  does  not  play  any 
particularly significant role. But the 
common tendency is clear. In both 
countries  there  is  a  motivation  to 
gradually  improve  some  features 
in the field of criminal justice. There 
is also a certain openness to some 
advice from EU experts. However, 
there  is  evidently  no  discussion 
involving the people working in the 
judiciary or state administration, not 
to  mention  politicians,  on  how  to 
improve the notoriously unprincipled 
application of criminal law in highly 
political  cases,  including  those  of 
human  rights  defenders,  which 
is always a factor in authoritarian 
regimes  like  those  in  Kazakhstan 
or  the  more  unstable  Tajikistan. 
Until  this  important  element  is 
changed in practice, there will be 
no trust in the judiciary among the 
local population, despite the huge 
sums of money being invested in 
overall  reform  by  foreign  funders. 
This predictable outcome has to be 
taken into account when deciding 
priorities in future funding.
A  notable  feature  of  the  seminar 
was  the  openness  of  the  debate 
and  the  sincere  criticism  driven 
by courageous lawyers and other 
actors from local civil society. This 
was an important point in both of the 
seminars and the main improvement 
on  the  seminar  organised  in 
Uzbekistan  in  2008.  The  honesty 
of  the  debate  could  also  have 
been  the  result  of  an  absence  of 
high-ranking  government  officials, 
partly  intended  by  the  seminars’ 
organisers on behalf of the EU as 
these representatives will be part of 
official dialogues. Their presence is 
of course not that useful in trying to 
influence the recommendations that 
have to serve as elements of a frank 
discussion  with  the  government. 
Despite  this  partial  absence, 
the  participants  nevertheless 
witnessed some heated exchanges 
of opinion between representatives 
of the judiciary or state prosecution 
and  NGO  lawyers.  This  was  the 
evidence that the state and judicial 
authorities  were  represented  in 
some way. 
The  overall  focus  presented 
by  the  local  civil  society  could 
be  deemed  to  be  very  legal 
and  based  on  the  international 
human  rights  standards  that  are 
now  widely  recognised.  There 
is  however  a  certain  distinction 
to  be  made  between  the  slightly 
wider practical use of international 
mechanisms by Kazakh NGOs as 
compared to Tajik ones. It should 
be  noted  that  the  understanding 
of the interconnectedness and the 
importance between the rule of law 
and human rights is clear for both 
countries only by seeing the names 
of the two most prominent human 
rights NGOs in both countries.1
It should be stressed that the EU 
focus  on  Central  Asian  states  is 
worthy  of  the  practical  support 
1 Kazakhstan International Bureau for 
Human Rights and Rule of Law (www.
bureau.kz); Bureau on Human Rights and 
Rule of Law (www.hrt.tj)
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NGOs.  Simply  criticising  human 
rights  problems  all  the  time  and 
commiserating the victims is simply 
not enough. In the case of Tajikistan, 
the government is not able to secure 
even  the  most  basic  needs  for  its 
population  such  as  a  permanent 
supply  of  electricity  in  winter  etc. 
so the population does not expect 
much  from  such  a  government. 
This  is,  however,  evidence  of  the 
need  for  greater  involvement  by 
international  experts;  otherwise  all 
attempts to improve the rule of law 
will  be  undermined,  simply  by  the 
enormous  lack  of  human  capacity 
and resources.
As both seminars were firsts of their 
kind, the pages of recommendations 
on how to continue with the rule of 
law  reforms  should  be  welcomed. 
Although  perhaps  a  little  too  long, 
they  nevertheless  provided  the 
space for the creative suggestions 
of  principal  civil  society  leaders 
and further work with them for EU 
representatives.  These  should 
be put on the table over and over 
again  in  the  official  dialogues  that 
have  to  take  place  in  the  coming 
years.  What  is  more  necessary  is 
prioritisation within them in order to 
achieve realistic shifts and results, 
given the political situation in each 
particular  country.  Similarly,  as 
UN  human  rights  bodies  do,  EU 
representatives  should  raise  the 
priority  issues  patiently  and  follow 
their implementation regularly. 
It  is  quite  sure  that  it  will  not  be 
enough  to  simply  finance  various 
projects  and  be  sceptical  about 
their  results  from  the  very  start.  If 
Central Asian governments become 
too  accustomed  to  being  given 
money  for  reforms  that  won’t  be 
implemented, except in the form of 
Potemkin villages, the EU will lose 
credibility as an actor that is able to 
achieve strategic goals by providing 
money and expertise.
The Fundación para las Relaciones Internacionales y el Diálogo Exterior 
(FRIDE), Spain, in co-operation with the Centre for European Policy 
Studies  (CEPS),  Belgium,  has  launched  a  joint  project  entitled  “EU 
Central Asia Monitoring (EUCAM)”. The (EUCAM) initiative is an 18-
month research and awareness-raising exercise supported by several 
EU member states and civil society organizations, which aims: to raise 
the profile of the EU-Central Asia Strategy; to strengthen debate about 
the EU-Central Asia relationship and the role of the Strategy in that 
relationship;  to  enhance  accountability  through  the  provision  of  high 
quality information and analysis; to promote mutual understanding by 
deepening the knowledge within European and Central Asian societies 
about EU policy in the region; and to develop ‘critical’ capacity within the 
EU and Central Asia through the establishment of a network that links 
communities concerned with the role of the EU in Central Asia.
EUCAM focuses on four priority areas in order to find a mix between 
the broad political ambitions of the Strategy and the narrower practical 
priorities of EU institutions and member state assistance programmes: 
Democracy  and  Human  Rights;  Security  and  Stability;  Energy  and 
Natural Resources ; Education and Social Relations 
This monitoring exercise is implemented by an Expert Working Group, 
established by FRIDE and CEPS. The group consists of experts from the 
Central Asian states and the members countries of the EU. In addition to 
expert meetings, several public seminars will be organised for a broad 
audience including EU representatives, national officials and legislators, 
the local civil society community, media and other stakeholders.
EUCAM  is  sponsored  by  the  Open  Society  Institute  (OSI)  and  the 
Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The project is also supported by 
the Czech Republic Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Spanish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and Cooperation and the United Kingdom Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office.
FRIDE is a think tank based 
in Madrid that aims to provide 
original and innovative thinking on 
Europe’s role in the international 
arena. It strives to break new 
ground in its core research 
interests – peace and security, 
human rights, democracy 
promotion and development and 
humanitarian aid – and mould 
debate in governmental and 
nongovernmental bodies through 
rigorous analysis, rooted in the 
values of justice, equality and 
democracy. 
Founded in 1983 in Brussels, 
The Centre for European Policy 
Studies (CEPS) is one of the most 
experienced and authoritative think 
tanks operating in the European 
Union today. CEPS serves as a 
leading forum for debate on EU 
affairs. It aims to carry out state-of-
the-art policy research leading to 
solutions to the challenges facing 
Europe today and to achieve high 
standards of academic excellence 
and maintain unqualified 
independence.